Every now and then, a story lands in a reporter's lap that could be one of two things: either an enormous bombshell with the potential to affect millions of people around the world, or a simple dud. Often, the reporter has no clear idea about which it's going to turn out to be. So how should the story be treated?
Well, if you're the Associated Press wire service, and the story involves a small outbreak of flu half way around the world, your midDecember dispatch starts: "Six people in Hong Kong who caught influenza from chickens may turn out to be the first patients in a worldwide epidemic caused by a new flu strain, says an expert who predicts that 'it's only a matter of time' until the virus starts spreading from human to human." "From two deaths to millions may seem like a big leap," reported Time magazine. "But … [s]ince no human can count on having a natural immunity to what is essentially a bird virus, we could prove especially vulnerable to infection."
If you write for the Los Angeles Times, you make sure you put high up in your story that "one leading American virologist" is calling this new strain of flu "chicken Ebola." Keiji Fukada from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) is quoted as saying, "One thing we don't want to happen is for people to get panicky. But the last two pandemics began in China. It is still too early to tell, but I think that what everyone is wondering about is whether this is the beginning of another pandemic." This and many other stories took pains to note that the 1918 'Spanish flu' killed 20-40 million people.
Certainly, if a deadly epidemic is about to sweep the world, journalists would be remiss not to have brought that to the attention of their audiences. And when public health experts offer colorful, even inflammatory language, it's inevitably going to get reported. Adding to this imperative, the public has a heightened fascination with infectious diseases, fueled by recent books, movies and a real-life outbreak of Ebola in Africa.
"Why worry about influenza while there are so many more bizarre, more colorful, more gruesome viruses, like Ebola, to fret about?" author Robin Henig asked in the Washington Post. Her answer is that influenza is virologists' handsdown favorite choice for the next plague. It spreads so easily. It travels so rapidly. And even a relatively low mortality rate can translate into many thousands of deaths.
"¼ we don't want people to get panicky, but the last two pandemics began in China"
Henig, unlike many other journalists, took the time to talk about the vaccines and drugs that would make a pandemic today quite different from the 1918 epidemic. But lest the reader get too reassured, Henig repeated as fact an anecdote reported elsewhere as hearsay: "One man, for instance, got on a streetcar feeling well enough to get to work, rode six blocks, and died." The message was simple: there may not be time to get treated.
Many news reports did take the time to delve into some of the biology of flu -explaining the usual route of exposure, from birds to pigs to people, for example. Reports also explored the concept of 'antigenic shift' -how the genes of the flu virus can change enough to recognize a new host (humans) -and cut out the pig in the middle. But much of this came out before the epidemiology that would indicate whether the dreaded new strain of flu was in fact being transmitted from person to person.
Curiously, most reporters didn't dwell on one of the more disturbing bits of biology involving the 'new' strain, H5N1: it kills bird eggs. As USA Today noted, flu vaccines are generally grown in chicken eggs. "Because this virus kills the eggs, vaccine researchers are scrambling for another approach but say it will be at least six months before a new vaccine can be developed."
But just as public health officials began to fret in public over that problem, the news from Hong Kong was reassuring. Epidemiologists found no clear evidence of person-toperson spread of the virus, week after week passed without a new case being reported, and scientists studying the genes of H5N1 concluded that it had not mutatedit was the same basic virus that's been known since 1961 and has been almost entirely confined to birds.
On January 25th, the Atlanta Journal-Constitution noted: "The war against the Hong Kong flu may not be over. But for now, science seems to have fought the virus to a draw." Appropriately enough for the hometown paper of the CDC, the Journal-Constitution followed the story as an unfolding medical mystery, focusing primarily on the process scientists used to figure out whether to panic about the 'bird flu'.
Some reporters (and editors) assume readers will have the time and interest to follow a story from the inside like this. Reporting like this has an important advantage: instead of simply sprinkling alarming quotes and caveats throughout a report, a writer can actually explain the source of uncertainty inherent in the story. The disadvantage is that it's hard to get longer reports like this on the air or in the paper when you're competing with Monica Lewinsky.
